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THE MacNEIL/LEHRER REPORT Air Date: July 18, 1979 

Transcript of "Assassinations Committee Report" 
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JIM LEHRER: _ Good evening. Evidence suggests President John F. 
Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., were victims of separate conspir- 
acies. Members of organized crime may have been the co-conspirators 
with Lee Harvey Oswald in the case of President Kennedy, a group of 
right-wing businessmen with James Earl Ray in the case of Dr. King. 

That, in short, is the majority conclusion released today of a House 
select committee which spent three years investigating the two assas- 
sinations. Both conclusions were wrapped in hedging words, but the 
implication is clear: it's possible neither Oswald nor Ray acted alone. 

There's enough evidence to suggest they didn't, and the committee now 
wants the Justice Department to find out for sure. The committee was 
not unanimous in its opinions; three of its twelve members dissented, 
one of the three saying the whole report should go in the wastebasket. 
Tonight, the committee's report, majority and minority, and what if any- 
thing should be done with it. Robert MacNeil is off; Charlayne Hunter- 
Gault is in New York. Charlayne? 

CHARLAYNE HUNTER-GAULT : Jim, if you followed Chief Counsel Robert 

Blakey's suggestion and viewed the assassination hearings as a morality 
play, the drama of the final act was certainly in keeping with the other 
acts that led up to it. Part of the finale was the committee's criticism 
of the Warren Commission and the FBI. Assembled in 1964, the Warren Com- 
mission spent ten million dollars on a ten-month investigation. It con- 
cluded that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone in killing John Kennedy. The 
House committee said that the Warren investigations and the FBI's were 
seriously flawed in both the Kennedy and the King murders. The com- 
mittee also said that the FBI helped create a climate conducive to 
murdering Dr. King by attacking his activities through its counterin- 
telligence unit, COINTELPRO. The Warren findings spawned a host of 
other critics in the late '60s, and in 1976 the House select committee 
was formed. Bickering between the first chief counsel and the chairman 
threatened to put them out of business, but both eventually resigned. 
Despite a much tighter budget of $5.4 million and a slow start, the 
committee stepped up its work under Blakey and Chairman Louis Stokes . 

After eighteen months, thousands of interviews, and testimony from more 
than 300 witnesses, the twelve-member select committee produced its 
final report of twenty-seven volumes and its share of controversy. Jim? 

LEHRER: The committee's major work was done under the direction of 

its last chairman, Congressman Louis Stokes, Democrat of Ohio, a supporter 
of the majority opinion that there are definite indications of plots in 
both assassinations. Congressman, taking the Kennedy assassination first: 
as I said, the conclusions were qualified a bit but you do believe there 
were two gunmen inDealey Plaza in Dallas on that day, is that correct? 

Rep. LOUIS STOKES: Yes, I, do subscribe to that conclusion by the 

majority of the committee. . 

LEHRER: What evidence makes you subscribe to that conclusion, sir? 
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STOKES : I think there's a great deal of evidence. Firstly I rely 

very strongly on the acoustical evidence that was developed by Doctors 
Barger, Weiss and Aschkenasy ; and I don't take that alone, however. 

LEHRER: Now, the acoustical evidence, that was based on the open 

radio m a policeman ' s motorcycle that was transcribed and from that the 
acoustical experts decided that there were four shots rather than three, 
right? They said ninety-five percent probability, as I remember the 
testimony, is that correct? 

STOKES: That is correct, and they said that they were ninety-five 

percent sure beyond a reasonable doubt that a shot came from the grassy 

knoll area, that the shot went in the direction of the President's limou- 
sine . 

LEHRER: All right, we have a picture here of Dealey Plaza . Of course 

this is the window where Oswald was , and the theory is that he fired three 
times, two of them hit the car, is that right, one of them went astray, and 
then there was another one from over here on the grassy knoll Is that 
correct? 



STOKES: That would be correct. 

LEHRER: And it also went astray, is that right? 

STOKES: It also went astray. 

LEHRER: All right. Other than the acoustical evidence, what other 

evidence is there that helped you arrive at your conclusion? 

STOKES: One of the reasons that the Warren Commission concluded that 

Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone, there was no conspiracy, was because 
they made the finding that he was a loner. Well, we developed evidence 
that he was not in fact a loner, we show associations that he had, both 
in New Orleans, we also developed associations in Minsk when he was in 
the Soviet Union. And then when you take the eyewitness testimony of 
the 178 witnesses who testified in a relatively different way about what 
had occurred in Dealey Plaza and you add up all of that together, I found 
no problem whatsoever coming to the conclusion that there probably was a 
conspiracy . 

LEHRER: All right. The report also says that there's the possibility 

that some underworld figures may have been involved with Oswald. What evi- 
dence is there to support that, sir? 

STOKES: Well, we went into the so-called "mob" or Mafia extensively, 

and we had Ralph Salerno, for instance, who just sat and listened to all 
of the illegal taps that the FBI had on underworld characters at that time. 

LEHRER: Now, who's Salerno? 

STOKES .- Ralph Salerno is an organized crime expert whom we hired as 
a consultant. And we had his testimony and his expert opinion. He testi- 

as to conversations between various mobsters and gangsters relative 
to killing the Kennedys -- Bobby, Jack; in fact, the entire family. But 
fi- na i conclusion was that organized crime, as the syndicate is known, 
^°t conspire to kill the President. However, the committee, in its 
findings, was unable to preclude the possibility that some member of or- 
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ganized crime, or members, acting on their own, participated. 

LEHRER: You think, in a nutshell, then, in conclusion, that these two 

things and other factors all put together justify the Justice Department 
trying to find some answers. 

STOKES: Yes, X do think that they ought to follow through on our 

acoustical data, that they ought to take the photographic data that was 
to us at the last moment and do more with that, and to review all 
of our work, which consists of the twenty-eight volumes that we have now 
filod with the Congress and ascertain whether or not additional investi- 
gation is warranted. 

LEHRER: Congressman, thank you. Charlayne? 

HUNTER-GAULT: The dissenter who said the committee report should 

be thrown into the wastebasket _ is here with us tonight. He is Congressman 
Harold Sawyer, Republican of Michigan. Congressman Sawyer, you don't agree 
with the two-gunmen theory. Why? 

Rep. HAROLD SAWYER: Well, because it's based almost a hundred percent 

on this acoustical evidence, which consists of a dictabelt, not a tape. It 
was maintained in the control office of the Dallas Police and reported, as all 
police do, all police correspondents. When you listen to it, and I've 
listened to it, you can hear nothing with your plain ear, and neither 
can experts, except the drone of a motorcycle motor and two other things, 

and you have to kind of listen to it more than once to pick those up. 

And they are the tolling of a carillon, which is faint but distinct, 
and another point, a sound of sirens approaching, crescendoing , and 
then retreating. You can hear no noises of shots. Now, all this shot 
hypothesis is developed through a filter and a computer printout; nobody 
can hear these noises, they appear on an oscilloscope. And there were 
six bursts of sound that when they eliminated the repetitive noise of the 
engine, which the filter does. They then from those begin a lot of mathe- 
matical projections and so forth, from which they decided four of these 
were shots, or probably shots, and that one of them probably came from 
the grassy knoll, to a ninety-five degree percent of certainty. 

On the other hand, looking at it the other way, there are no caril- 

lons in or that can be heard in Dealey Plaza, and there weren't then. The 
rising and falling crescendo of the sirens doesn't fit anywhere. You hear 
no acceleration of the motor of the motorcycle on which this alleged trans- 
mitter was, even though the record ran some five minutes beyond the shoot- 
ing. You don’t hear rt turn on its siren. I don't believe it was even 
in Dealey Plaza. 

HUNTER-GAULT: Well, what about the three experts who, the Congressman 

just cited, testified that there was a ninety-five percent certainty that 
there were four shots fired? 

SAWYER: Well, bear in mind that the first one. Dr. Barger, who con- 

ducted the tests and was the original one, ended up after the tests in 
Dealey Plaza and everything else saying that he couldn't tell if these 
noises were shots, they could be, and that there was a fifty-fifty chance 
whether there were three or four shots, if they were shots. 

HUNTER-GAULT: But he did join with the other two when they came back 
to present their evidence, the two from -- I think it was Queens College. 

SAWYER: Queens College, Weiss and Aschkenasy . They took all of his 
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material and applied just simple mathematics, algebra and geometry, to them 
from which they advanced to a ninety- five degree of probability, and he 
agreed. They also fixed the position of one of them, which he had not at 
the grassy knoll. 

HUN TER- GAULT : Well, do you have any evidence on the single-man theory? 

SAWYER: Sure, because during this same time -- bear in mind, this 

record was on the wrong channel. The motorcade was on channel two, the 
record recording was on channel one. On channel two the monitor came in 
and directed a car, a cruiser, to go out to the area of Parkland Hospital 
and catch a motorcycle whose transmitter was stuck on open on channel one 
and was interfering with their transmissions. There was a carillon out 
there, and the sirens approaching and going would have been the people 
going to Parkland Hospital. 

HUNTER- GAULT : I see. So you don't think the Justice Department 

should do anything, then. 

SAWYER: Well, the only thing is, now that we've poured the gasoline 

on these slumbering assassinologists , as it were, and probably will produce 
another spate of books , articles and theories ; but I think maybe they ought 
to send this acoustical thing to the Bell Laboratories, who are supposedly 
the best in the world and are available, just to get this one thing out of 
the way if they can. 

HUNTER-GAULT : Thank you. Jim? 

LEHRER: Congressman Stokes, you heard what your colleague says, he 

doesn't believe that motorcycle was even in Dealey Plaza. 

STOKES: Well, what he does not tell you is that we've brought in the 

man whom we believe to have been on that particular motorcycle where the 
transmitter was stuck. We have photographs of him which are in the record, 
with the license plate which he testified to was on his motorcycle. Now, 
with reference to the carillon bells, there's an explanation for that. 
Certainly there are no carillon bells in Dealey Plaza. But we also de- 
veloped the fact that the particular type of equipment that they util- 
ized in that police department could transmit from more than one motor- 
cycle, so obviously the carillon bells probably came in from a second 
motorcycle. 

LEHRER: Congressman Sawyer? 

SAWYER: Apparently they had a plethora of stuck microphones all over 

there, because there wasn't anybody talking on them. And incidentally, 
this driver of the motorcycle denied that his thing was stuck on open or 
that it could have been him. 

LEHRER: Let me ask you this. Congressman Sawyer, the other point 

about mobster connection. Do you reject that, too? 

SAWYER: Well, I don't get to that because I'm satisfied that Lee 
Harvey Oswald acted alone and that this is just off on a tangent, this 
whole acoustical thing. 

LEHRER: You think but for the acoustical thing there would not 

be any other conclusion, you mean; you think that's it. 
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SAWYER: Oh, we were all in agreement, up till the acoustical thing, 

on everything. It was just a question now of writing the report when this 
sort of hit the fan and scattered us all around. 

LEHRER: Is that right. Congressman Stokes? 

STOKES: Well, let me tell you this. We went to the American Acousti- 

cal Society. We told them of Dr. Barger's findings, and we asked them to 
recommend some top men in the field to look at his work. They then recom- 
mended Doctors Aschkenasy and Weiss , who were at Queens College. 

LEHRER: But the point Congressman Sawyer made, is that correct, that 

until this acoustical thing raised its head you-all were prepared to say 
that there was only one gunman in Dealey Plaza and it was Lee Harvey Oswald? 
Is that where the committee was at that point? 

STOKES: The committee at that point was stuck with the testimony of 

Dr. Barger, where he would say only that there was a fifty-fifty chance 
that there was a fourth shot. After they looked at his work and they said 
they were ninety-five percent sure that there was a fourth shot, and they 
were sure beyond a reasonable doubt, then Dr. Barger changed his former 
testimony and said to us he concurred with their conclusion. And there- 
fore we were at that point given testimony upon which we had to act. 

LEHRER: All right, let’s move to the assassination of Dr. King. 

What hard evidence is there of a conspiracy there. Congressman Stokes? 

STOKES: During the course of our investigation the FBI turned over 

to us a memorandum recorded by one of their agents where one of their in- 
formers had told them that a man by the name of Byers said he had been 
offered $50,000 to kill Dr. King; this was in St. Louis, Missouri. Said 
that the offer had been made by two white right-wing businessmen, one of 
whom was a lawyer. One was John Sutherland, the other was Ralph Kauffmann. 
And the FBI promptly misfiled the document in their files, they turned it 
over to us in 1978, and we began to run the investigation out. When we 
ran it out we found a lot of associations that tied all the way into the 
Missouri State Prison to James Earl Ray. Based upon our investigation 
we concluded that James Earl Ray probably killed Dr. King pursuant to 
his knowledge of the outstanding offer of $50,000 to kill Dr. King. 

LEHRER: Is there evidence that there was contact between the two 

St. Louis people and James Earl Ray? 

STOKES: Not directly but through a series of associations; through 

his brothers and other persons all the way into the Missouri State Peni- 
tentiary, where we can show contacts with persons who knew and whom we 
felt had knowledge of the offer . 

LEHRER: In your report you were critical of the FBI, particularly 

in the way they handled the King case. What specifically? The criticism 
that they mishandled the report; what else? 

STOKES: Well, we think they did an excellent job in terms of the 

fugitive chase that they made relative to James Earl Ray, but they never 
looked for a conspiracy in that case. Testimony to us was that within 
twenty-four hours they concluded that James Earl Ray, and James Earl Ray 
alone, had killed Dr. King. They therefore never looked into a conspiracy. 
We criticized very badly the COINTELPRO operation that was put into opera- 
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tion against Dr. King, which was violative of all of his civil and constitu 
tional rights and was probably the worst violation that we have known of 
any American s rights. 

LEHRER: Congressman, in a word, do you feel as strongly here on the 

King assassination that the evidence that you-all have gathered demands 
that the Justice Department also pursue it as well? 

STOKES: Yes, we do, particularly in light of the fact that they had 

the evidence in 1974 and they could have run it out at that time, whereas 
we were delayed four more years. 

LEHRER: Thank you. Charlayne? 

HUNTE R- GAULT : Congressman Sawyer, what's your objection to this con- 

clusion on Dr. King's murder? 

SAWYER: _ Well, first let me say that I totally agree with Chairman 
Stokes on this COXNTEL program. It was unbelievable what they had done 
to Dr. King, and I wouldn't probably have believed it unless I had heard 
it directly from the authorities that were involved. But on the conspiracy 
Byers and 1 don t want to comment on Byers since the Proxmire decision 
but in any event, he had an associate to whom he told this story whom 
he suspected of being an FBI informant . This is the view of the FBI and 
the police chief there. And he felt, I think, that if he told him this 
the FBI would pretty soon be in contact with him, and so he floated a 
rather improbable story. He said that a friend invited him to some farm- 
house, that he went there, he had no history of a killer or an executioner 
or anything else, he was just a small-town guy -- went out there and was 
offered by this fellow wearing a Confederate hat and a Confederate flag 
on the floor $50,000 to kill King. Why he was picked is totally unclear. 

He then asked for some time to think it over and never came back and never 
heard any more, but he told the friend. Now, the friend he suspected, as 
I said, of being an FBI informant and the friend in fact was. The circuit 
broke, however, in that the FBI misfiled the information and never came 
back to him. I think that's the origin of the whole story. 

HUNTER- GAULT : Well, what evidence do you have to support the theory 

that Ray acted alone? 

SAWYER: Well, I think we're all in agreement that with the exception, 

really, of the Byers testimony and then an imaginary line of how if it was 
true it could have gotten to King; now it goes on theories like James Earl 
Ray, not Ray instead of King, owned a tavern near this place where Byers 
lived and that some friends of Byers' used to once in a while go to the 
tavern. Therefore you could theorize that James Earl Ray's brother may 
have heard of this and therefore James Earl Ray -- that's the kind of 
way you get it to Ray, very, very hypothetical and very guessworkish . 

But I think ^ other than that, we all agree that Ray acted alone. I don't 
think there s any division between me and the chairman or any member of 
the committee on that. 

HUNTE R- GAULT : Well, how do you explain the interconnections between 

Ray and the man who reportedly conveyed the $50,000 offer? I think that 
wa s Kauf f mann . 

SAWYER_: Well, Ray had no connection with Kauf f mann , Byers did. Kauff- 

mann allegedly was engaged in trafficking in stolen goods and Byers had 
some contact with him. And that's how that came about. 
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HUNTER- GAULT ; Well, then, briefly, why do you think Ray killed King? 

SAWYER: Well, I think the man was a racist; I think he also had a 
twisted point of view, that he still has. You notice when you talk to him. 

We examined him, and he thinks if there was a conspiracy that that gets him 
off the hook, even though he was the executioner. And he keeps coming back 
to that, even though his lawyers and everybody have told him to the contrary. 
I think he thought, in his twisted view, that the killer of King would be- 
come a hero, at least in certain regions of the country; that he would get 
a very light sentence, if any, because of a Southern jury; that he would 
then become somewhat of a celebrity and ultimately make a lot of money out 
of it writing books or giving interviews. And that’s the kind of twisted 
man you're dealing with. 

HUNTER- GAULT : Thank you. Congressman. Jim? 

LEHRER: Congressman Stokes, do you agree with that theory? 

STOKES: No. We think that James Earl Ray did it for money. During 

the course of the hearings his brother testified, "My brother don't do noth- 
in' for nobody for nothin' ." And there is evidence in our opinion that he 
did it for money. But also let me say this on the Byers allegation, I think 
this is important. We brought in a JLawyer from St. Louis who testified that 
Byers had also told him about this. " We brought in a judge. Now, the judge 
did say that he thought that Byers had told him this as a lawyer so that he 
could find out whether or not this informant was in fact an informant. But 
we also, in executive committee, had other corroborating witnesses to the 
outstanding offer and to the fact that the $50,000 offer was well known 
and well communicated, and. . . . 

LEHRER: But Congressman Sawyer, you were in that executive session, I 

assume, but they didn' t convince you, is that correct? 

SAWYER: No, it didn't, because it seems to me that if somebody is 
going to kill -- now bear in mind, I agree that Ray's motive was for money, 
but he thought he was going to get it by being a hero and interviexved and 
on guest shows and giving interviews and all this sort of thing. But it 
doesn't make any sense to me that if you were going to go execute somebody 
in performance of a contract that you wouldn't at least touch base with 
the person who made the offer, to confirm it and firm it up that you 
were going to do it. Now, there's no connection... 

LEHRER: There's no evidence of a contact . You agree with that, Con- 

gressman Stokes? 

STOKES: No, no. As I said, in the report what we do is develop a 

series of associations all the way from Kauffmann and Sutherland into the 
Missouri State Prison. 

LEHRER: And you say that's not... 

SAWYER: I say that's like my knowing the chairman and him having a 

friend in Cleveland that knows somebody else and therefore I'm in associa- 
tion with somebody else. Now, that's how tenuous it is. 

LEHRER: Thank you, gentlemen. Charlayne? 

HUNT ER- GAULT : All right, now for the perspective of a man who has 

followed the work of the Assassination Committee from the outside. He is 



- 8 - 



Nicholas Horrock, chief of the New York Times investigative unit, which 
has also looked into the murder of Dr. King. Nick, when this select com- 
mittee was established almost three years ago it was generally regarded 
as a joke. Now, after five and a half million dollars and all this time 
and these conclusions, how do you view it? 

NICHOLAS HORROCK: I think it's taken a lot more seriously. I think 

the joke atmosphere has definitely changed. I think the manner in which 
the investigations were conducted under Mr. Blakey and Mr. Stokes cannot 
be criticized; we didn't find a whole bunch of people around the country 
living off the government dole. But I do think that the conclusions do 
not do some of the things that we all thought would have happened, and 
that is lay to rest the questions that we had at the beginning of the in- 
quiry. I think in fact they probably perpetuate them, and I'm not sure, 
after I read the recommendation, that the Justice Department opened an 
investigation that will either satisfy it or that they could conclude a 
criminal case in either matter satisfactorily. 

HUNTER-GAULT : Well, what questions remain open as far as you're con- 

cerned, just the major ones? 

/ HORROCK: All right, I was impressed as an observer newsman with the 

acoustical evidence. But I felt that it was very tenuous to go into the 
connection to organized crime; it is entirely circumstancial and you can 
draw that same kind of pattern of relationships for Oswald with Cubans, 
with Russians and whatever. So we don't know much more, we just have a 
lot more players -- Carlos Marcello, Trafficante, and so forth. Plus, 
when their first conclusions came out I talked to Justice Department 
officials. You're talking about bringing some kind of a murder con- 
spiracy seventeen years afterwards, where a lot of the principal wit- 
nesses are dead, information is destroyed, memories have changed. I 
think that we've lent a lot of space for a whole new set of Kennedy 
assassination speculation and, as Congressman Sawyer says, maybe a lot 
of new books in the cottage industry. 

HUNTER-GAULT: Do you think the Justice Department will reopen the 

case? 

HORROCK: I don't personally, but I believe that they understand the 

political pressures and so they're going to spend a long time deciding not 
to . 



HUNTER-GAULT: But in the end they won’t. 

HORROCK: I don't believe that they can find a jurisdiction and find 
a way to do so under what they are empowered to do. They may take, as the 
committee suggests, and could do a white paper on the acoustical evidence 
and lay that either to rest as being no value or support its value. 

HUNTER-GAULT: Fine; thank you, Nick. 

LEHRER: Congressman Stokes, have you had any indication from the 

Justice Department ye.t as to whether or not they're going to do what you 
asked them to do? 

STOKES: I've talked with Attorney General Bell's office, and I've 

been given the assurance that the Attorney General wants to review our 
work, and he's also entertaining requests that he meet with myself. Con- 
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gressman Preyer, Congressman Fountroy, who headed, up the investigative 
subcommit tees , along with Bob Blakey , our chief counsel. 

LEHRER: They haven't said yet. 

STOKES: But they have not indicated yet that such a meeting be... 

LEHRER: What about the other point, though, that Nick made, that 

what this report actually does, what the committee's work actually ends 
up doing is perpetuating the uncertainty rather than resolving anything? 
Congressman Sawyer, do you agree? 

SAWYER: No question about it, and that's the sad part of it. Let 

me just interject one thing. You know, I've been quoted as saying I would 
throw the report in the circular file. The question was put to me was, if 
I were the prosecutor -- and I was a prosecutor -- and this was brought to 
me for prosecution, would I prosecute; and I said based on that circumstance 
I'd throw it in the file. 

LEHRER: Congressman Stokes, perpetuate the uncertainty? Is that what 

you ended up doing after three years? 

STOKES: Oh, I don’t think so at all. Firstly, we were given a her- 

culean task. We were asked to investigate one murder ten years after it 
had occurred and to investigate another one fifteen years after it had 
occurred. Obviously, witnesses have died, people have disappeared, evi- 
dence has been destroyed; we were given an almost inhuman task. But by 
the same token, we are a legislative committee, we are not a prosecutorial 
body, we don't have any authority to prosecute anyone. Also, we were not 
guided by grand jury and court rules relative to proof beyond a reasonable 
doubt. We were asked to ascertain the facts and circumstances around 
these two deaths; we have done that. And in that context certainly there 
are openings . 

LEHRER: All right, we have to leave it there. Congressmen, thank 

you very much. Thank you, Nick. Charlajme, good night. 

HUNTER- GAULT : Good night, Jim. 

LEHRER: We|ll be back tomorrow night with an interview with Hamilton 

Jordan, the President's top aide who today was officially named White House 
Chief of Staff; it was the first of several changes the President is ex- 
pected to make in his cabinet and top staff. Till then, I'm Jim Lehrer . 
Thank you and good night. 




